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UM RESEARCHERS MEASURE ROOT
DEPTHS RADIOACTIVELY
MISSOULA, Mont.--Two University of Montana researchers can determine accurately the root depth of
plants other than trees without disturbing the soil.
Dr. Thomas J. Nimlos, associate professor of forestry, and Dr. Wayne P. Van Meter,
associate professor of chemistry, determine root depths by injecting radioiodine into the
soil at various depths.
The resulting radioactivity measured on the leaves will indicate within a week if the
roots of the plant go to the depth of the injection.
The researchers will present their findingsvWednesday (Nov. 8, 1967) in Washington,
D.C., before the joint annual meetings of the American Society of Agronomy, the Soil
Science Society of America and the Crop Science Society of America.
The radioiodine technique is expected to be extremely useful to researchers because
it allows accurate analysis of root depths without disturbing the plant site.
The researchers also believe the technique with some modification can be used to
determine the amount of moisture a plant consumes at a given depth.
One of the experiments showed bedstraw (galium boreale), which is a small frail plant,
roots to a six foot depth in dry soils.

The radioiodine technique also supports the belief

that plants of a particular species will root more deeply on dry sites.
The research was supported by the Montana Forest and Conservation Experiment Station
at the UM School of Forestry and the Water Resources Council.
Dr. Nimlos is in his seventh year of teaching and researching at the University. A
former soil mapper with the Soil Conservation Service and Forest Service, he earned his
Ph.D. in soils at the University of Wisconsin in 1959.
Dr. Van Meter joined the University staff in 1959. He previously worked on General
Electric's Hanford Operation. He received his B.S. and M.S. at Oregon State University and
his Ph.D. from the University of Washington.

